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To Mom, Dad, and Andy
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LUCKY FOR ME, I DON’T get panicky in small dark spaces or anything. I’m a different breed of crazy.

So when the power goes out, I don’t do much of anything except try to avoid the horny high school guys trying to feel up girls in the dark. I go to dances at Smith-Latin Boys’ Academy two, maybe three times a year, but nothing like this has ever happened before. Electricity must be out all over the town. There is a hit of silence, like a preparatory inhale, and then chaos.

Maybe it’s true what they say about being blind: Your other senses get stronger. ’Cause the second the lights and music cut out I realize how disgusting the smell in the gym is. And for a moment the sounds of classmates cackling and tumbling over each other and screaming in fake fear take over. Then I hear a familiar noise, a rhythm I know well. It’s the strained, superfast pace of a panic attack. It’s coming from somewhere just to my left, so I use that as a kind of lighthouse to find my way out of the thick of the crowd.

The short gasps turn into longer, more strained inhales, and the poor guy having the attack is choking on his own breath. And this is something I know everything about: I’ve just been lucky enough to come up with ways to stop my panic attacks before they happen. So I sit next to the guy gasping for air; I find his ear and whisper into it. Tell him to slow down and take deep breaths, and I reach in the dark for his forehead, where I can fit my hand perfectly. He relaxes on contact and I do it to myself, too, put my free hand on my own forehead. The touch feels good, this intimacy with a total stranger, so I guess I’m kinda loving the power outage. This is something that would never happen under fluorescent lights. I guess that’s true of a lot of things, come to think of it.

“That feels good,” his still-choking but less-panicky voice says. “I don’t know what just happened.”

“Panic attack,” I say. I’m ready to list all the symptoms and causes and give him the same advice Dr. Pat gives me when I get them, but just as I’m taking a breath to start talking again he cuts me off.

“Got it.” I think it’s on purpose, not letting me talk more, but it doesn’t sound like a dismissal, more like an attempt to save me from myself, which I’ve got to appreciate. As a rule it’s best if I quit while I’m ahead when it comes to talking to strangers. Although in the dark I seem to be pretty good at reading people. I shut my mouth. Take two deep breaths. Then let myself try talking again.

“Is this your first panic attack?” I say. I’d ask this in full daylight, but it feels even more natural in the dark. His body is still twitching a little in the aftermath of the rush of anxiety, and his skin has a cooled-off, sweaty texture. I let my arm stay against his. With all the craziness going on around us it’s good to just have something against me. Someone.

“Guess so,” he says. Then nothing.

“I’m Bea,” I say to fill the air. It’s not that it’s quiet: The room is even louder now than it was with the shitty Top 40 jams blasting at full volume. But this guy is quiet and soon the power will go back on and the reality of our visibility will almost certainly make everything more awkward.

“Beck,” he says.

“Weird name.”

“Yeah, you too.”

I stretch my legs out in front of me. Now the silence between us feels more like an agreement, a pact, and less like a struggle.

It’s funny how my nerves work: pulsing one minute and retreating the next, leaving me totally spent. If the sense of camaraderie I feel with Beck’s heavy breathing and sweaty hands is right, then he must be riding that exact seesaw right now.

“Wanna try to make our way outside?” I say. Nothing’s changing in here. Teachers are trying to talk louder than the students and it sounds like the middle of the gym/dance floor has turned into an impromptu rave. If we were at Greenough Girls’ Academy instead of at Smith-Latin, I’d be able to find my way to the library, where I could hide out until this whole power-outage thing ended. I’d have everything I like at my fingertips: couches, portable book lights, the smell of those century-old rare books that our librarian is obsessed with. I’m hoping Beck knows a similar location at Smith-Latin. I’m hoping his sense of direction isn’t impaired in the dark. I’m hoping most of all that his face matches his voice: low and sweet and a little gravelly. Can faces look like that sound, I wonder? And is this the kind of guy I’ve been looking for, instead of the mass of ugly-faced, beautiful-bodied high school athletes I keep finding myself with?

“I can’t move,” Beck says. I reach for his legs, like maybe he has a cast or brace or a missing limb or something. A moment too late I realize this is a really awkward move to make, but as usual I can’t stop myself. My hand is too far up his thigh and it stays there a moment longer than it should.

Good lord, I’m awkward.

I swear I can feel his legs tense and maybe something else shift as well.

“You seem okay to me.” I slide my hand off his leg.

“You should go outside if you want,” Beck says. “I just can’t. I mean, won’t. I’m not going anywhere until the lights are back on, okay?”

“Nothing to be scared of. You know, aside from really horny football players. No offense if that’s what you are. Or are we avoiding someone? Maybe an ugly Greenough girl you hooked up with by accident?” Beck laughs just enough for me to know he doesn’t mind the teasing.

“You’re the only Greenough girl I’ve talked to tonight,” he says, and I’m grinning in the dark like a total loser, like some eight-year-old, which is exactly how I would look if anyone could actually see me. There’s even a space between my front teeth that supposedly gives me a sweet, little-girl smile.

“Well, in that case I better stake my claim,” I say. Things crash around us: people, DJ equipment, school banners. I can’t believe I am so heart-thumpingly into the sound of his voice and the idea of getting him to myself for a few minutes, even though I still don’t know what this guy looks like. I move my other hand from his forehead to his hand, and when our palms find each other, he squeezes. Then again. And again. After a few more squeezes, he exhales. We settle into the hand-holding for a few moments before he starts to panic again. Then he lets go.

“I’m telling you, you’ll feel better with some fresh air,” I say. In the dark I can’t tell if Beck nods his head or anything, but he definitely doesn’t say no, and I’m a glass-half-full kind of girl so I take that to mean he’ll leave with me. I pull him to his feet. It takes some serious effort; he pulls against me in an attempt to stay seated on the floor. I don’t care. “Are you scared to let me see you? Are you superugly?”

I wait for him to laugh but he doesn’t, and it hits me that maybe he is really ugly, and not in some subjective way, but truly disfigured. I have a knack for saying terrible truths to total strangers.

“Um, that was a superawkward thing to say. I’m like that sometimes. Sort of awkward. Or, I like to think quirky. Awkward and quirky.” This right here, this is why I scare guys away.

“So am I,” Beck says. I knew there was a reason I liked him.

The gym is emptying. Teachers are working to herd people out to the parking lot where they can keep a better eye on us. I hear them shouting orders over the chaos. Enough time has passed that most of the other kids are giving in to the request. After all, we’re out of booze for sure and the thrill of touching strangers’ bodies or bumping into your friends in the literal sense has drained from the room.

“Stay quiet and don’t move,” I whisper. I have a feeling that if we are patient we’ll have the whole gym to ourselves. My best friend, Lisha, and I are always trying to find secret spaces where no one will think to look for us. Like a kind of hide-and-seek with the world. When we were little, we decorated the inside of my walk-in closet with glitter paint and pillows and did all our playing and talking and snacking in there. All cozy and ours. I’m thinking staying behind in the dark gym with Beck would be something like that. Lisha, wherever she is in this dark swarm of heavily perfumed teenage bodies, would approve.

I almost call her name, so she can find us, but I know she wouldn’t mind me taking an extra moment alone with the hopefully cute, definitely appealing Smith-Latin boy.

In just a few minutes the gym has gone from mostly crowded to mostly empty and the car lights from the parking lot don’t reach the corner we’ve holed up in. If we stay quiet something great could happen. From the sound of Beck’s sharp inhale, I’m worried he’s starting to panic again (is this kid afraid of the dark or what?) so I find his shoulder and follow the line of his arm down to his hand again. He squeezes.

I consider leaving it at that. At least until I find some way to see a glimpse of his face.

Instead I walk my fingers back up Beck’s arm, wrist to elbow to shoulder to neck until I find his face. And then his lips. And despite the shaky legs holding him up and the heavy ins and outs of his breath, I kiss him. It’s a soft thing that he must get lost in for at least a few seconds, because his body stills against mine. Just as quickly as he relaxed, he tightens right back up again and I let my mouth leave his.

He tasted like wintergreen and cooled-off sweat. Minty. Salty. Perfect.

I really had him, for a second.

“Let’s stay here,” I say. Not sultry, ’cause I giggle on the last syllable. I’m nervous too, just not as amped up as him.

Beck’s feet tap and his breath sounds trapped and he steps back so that he is closer to the wall. He stays glued there.

“I can’t,” Beck says when I take another step toward him. “I should get home. I’m feeling weird. I’m kind of messed up right now.” His voice is a mumble. I can feel the heat of his blush, even from a few inches away. I want to reassure him with a touch, maybe even kiss him again, but as I reach out someone else hurtles into me, full force, knocking me over. I scramble up. Beck has moved away.

“I’m messed up too! I’m totally messed up!” I call out after him, and I think he’s still in the room; I think he’s heard me, but the dark is too heavy for me to see even the slightest movement. I feel for the wall and follow it in the hopes of reaching him, but I don’t come across him in any corner or clinging to any doorframe. He’s left the gym. I guess somehow he’s more scared of me than he is of the dark.
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I GET TO THERAPY VERY, very early the next day. an entire hour early, in fact, because I like listening to the couple that has therapy before me. Some people have reality TV or books about vampires. I have Austin and Sylvia.

There’s a spot in Dr. Pat’s waiting room where I can hear the mumblings of what’s going on in her office. Mostly it’s just intonations and occasional spare words. But when Austin and Sylvia are in there I can hear much more. I take my place in the wobbly chair by her office door and hear that they are already in there, right on time as always. I’m instantly calmer, knowing I haven’t missed anything.

Truth time: A month or two ago I caught a glance at Dr. Pat’s appointment book. She’d accidentally left it on the couch instead of on her desk, and I let my eyes dart over the open page before handing it over to her. It was basically an accident that I even caught sight of their names in the four o’clock time slot.

Somewhat less accidental: Today while I’m cross-legged in the waiting room chair I’m learning all about their sex life. It comes to me in half sentences and words shouted at uncomfortable decibels. Austin and Sylvia are screamingly attractive, but if the way they speak to each other is any indication, the attraction just isn’t enough, ’cause they clearly hate each other. It is mostly Sylvia whose voice breaks through the walls: a Boston accent and a nasal, swallowed tone that is hard to listen to. Without even having to think about it I direct all my sympathy toward Austin and the gentler way he speaks. Also, he’s hot.

I have been listening in on them for over a month now and today I brought a notebook. It’s a lame patent-leather thing my father gave me for Christmas. There is a shooting star embossed in gold on the cover. A huge, ugly assault on an already ugly notebook. It’s a pretty typical gift from my dad. He is equal parts kind and misinformed, so I hang on to his presents but almost never use them.

The notebook is pink, aside from the gold shooting star monstrosity, so there’s no chance of anyone thinking to flip through its pages; it’s not the kind of thing that looks like it could hold any secrets. It is too flimsy and silly and unbearably pink to contain anything of substance.

I start scribbling down what I can hear of their conversation. I don’t have a real reason for doing it, but I almost can’t help myself. Maybe I’ll show it to Lisha tonight if we meet up at the diner for pancakes. I’m also a bit of a collector of information. It’s something I’ve been doing for years, a part of my personality. If I wasn’t going to be a costume designer, I could totally be a journalist.

Except I guess I don’t tell people much about my information collecting. They don’t usually get it. Except Lisha, of course, who gets everything.

There’s nothing like writing notes on a fresh sheet of paper in an empty journal. It’s like meditation. Or what I would imagine meditation to be like.

Sylvia: . . . no way to treat your wife.

Austin: If you could just pause and breathe every once in a . . .

Dr. Pat: (something very quiet and probing that I can’t hear)

Sylvia: . . . you haven’t touched me in months. You must be getting it somewhere . . .

Austin: You can’t act like a bitch and then just expect me to . . .

Sylvia: . . . do I disgust you? Is that it? I got the boob job but you don’t seem to . . .

Austin: . . . I didn’t even want you to . . .

Sylvia: . . . just go sleep with some little girl and get it over with . . .

Austin: . . . totally inappropriate . . . I used to think you were the kind of woman . . .

Dr. Pat: (quiet, reflective therapy-speak that I can’t hear)

Sylvia: You don’t like women. You like girls. Nineteen-year-old girls, right? I saw your computer . . .

Austin: . . . can’t believe you’d say something like that after all I’ve told you about my past . . .

(A long pause in conversation.)

It’s so utterly engaging writing down everything I hear that I forget I’m in public. The waiting room has started to fill up, signifying the hour change where all the 4:00 p.m. patients leave and the 5:00 p.m. patients come in. With a start I realize I’m strangling my pen and practically breaking through the notebook paper with all my urgency and focus. My hands are cramped and the notes look scribbled. But I’m the calmest I’ve been all week.

Austin and Sylvia exit Dr. Pat’s office and float past me. I try to take mental photographs as they walk by. Sylvia’s breasts lead the way and her honey-colored hair is long and thick down her back. She wears so much eyeliner she could be in a teenage indie rock band. Austin has floppy red hair and green, green eyes and tighter jeans than his wife. He has a flannel shirt and a leather bracelet and a Fuck You Curl to his lips.

He’s not my type, but he’s sexy as anything. So is she.

I’ve got to come early next week to hear their next session. I know it’s a little weird, but they are a book I don’t want to stop reading.

• • •

Dr. Pat always takes fifteen minutes in between sessions so that she can compose herself accordingly. I imagine she must get especially distracted after the drama of Austin and Sylvia. They are both tree tall and skinny, and between Austin’s furry stubble and Sylvia’s Rapunzel-like mane, they are a lot to take in even when they’re not screaming at each other.

I want what they have.

And that’s how I open my session this afternoon.

“The patients before me are pretty much perfect, right?” I say. It’s like an experiment. I want to see the reaction in Dr. Pat’s face. It’s near impossible to get anything out of her. She keeps a clean, unreadable expression that only ever seems to fluctuate between contemplation, sympathy, and concern.

“Oh, yes?” Dr. Pat says.

“Don’t you think so?”

“That’s interesting that you are taking note of them.” She is a ninja with this stuff. A full-on conversational ninja. I shrug. This isn’t going anywhere. “Your mother says you’ve seemed particularly observant lately. Is that fair to say?” I wrinkle my brow trying to assess how loaded this statement may or may not be. I have to be careful with Dr. Pat. One false move and she’ll put me on more Zoloft or make me come in more often.

“They just seem so . . . cool,” I say. “Confident. Fabulous. I guess I wonder what it would be like, to be living their lives instead of mine.”

“So you take note of them because you’d like to be like them?” Dr. Pat likes to take what I’m saying and turn it a little to the left or to the right. Make it have meaning.

“I mean, I think it would be hard not to notice them, right? They stand out.”

Dr. Pat nods, but only slightly. I want her to agree so badly. I want her to nod with vigor and touch my arm and tell me that of course everyone feels the way I do. Instead she tilts her head.

“I’m interested in you, not in everyone else,” she says.

“What else did my mom say?” Dr. Pat, my mom, and I made a deal back when I started coming to therapy that there wouldn’t be secrets kept between Dr. Pat and my mother. It made me anxious to think of them having long phone calls about me behind closed doors.

“You think she had more to tell me?”

“I’m just curious. I mean, I think I’m pretty boring. There can’t be that much for her to talk to you about.”

“So you think you’re boring and that my patients or other people you run into are more exciting?” Dr. Pat says. Therapists are tricky. They’ll make connections out of anything. When I first started seeing Dr. Pat, I’d try to talk about casual stuff, but she never let me just have a normal conversation. One time I told her I like pickles in my sandwiches. She reminded me that I mentioned Kurt eating a lot of pickles and asked me what I thought that might mean. Like somehow that proved I was obsessed with him.

In therapy there’s no such thing as just liking pickles in your sandwiches. I give a big, audible sigh and Dr. Pat pushes her glasses up her nose. They’d slipped a little; the oversize tortoiseshell frames look even larger when they’re askew. “Bea? You seem distracted,” she says when she realizes I’m not going to answer her question.

“I guess I’m a little distracted, yeah.” The thing is, I like Dr. Pat. I’m doing fine, I don’t have be seeing her or anything at this point, but it’s not the worst thing checking in with her. Her office smells like a vanilla candle and I like the enormous paintings of flowers in close-up that cover the walls. They’re calming.

“I was thinking,” she says very, very carefully, “that maybe you’d do well in a group setting. Group therapy. Other teenagers, talking about what’s going on in their lives. What do you think?”

I’m sure shock registers on my face. I don’t hide my feelings well, and she’s taken me by surprise. Group therapy sounds like torture.

“Um, I’m not feeling supersocial these days,” I say.

“That was something else your mother mentioned.” My stomach turns.

“It’s not some thing,” I say. “A lot of people get nervous in, like, social situations.”

Dr. Pat pushes the glasses up her nose again. I wonder if she needs them adjusted, if they’ve gotten stretched out somehow. It could be dangerous, if her glasses fall off when she’s driving or something.

“Tell me more,” Dr. Pat says.

“That’s really it. Nothing more to tell. I just feel a little loner-y lately. I’m sure it will pass.”

“It’s okay to be having a hard time, Bea,” Dr. Pat says. She takes some notes on her yellow legal pad. “It’s actually easier if you just tell me what’s going on, and then we can address it.”

“Nothing’s going on though.” I look down at my boots. They used to be boring black suede wedges, but I added a ring of fake fur around the top. I’m thinking I’d like to do the same to my cardigan: add fake leather cuffs to the sleeves and change what’s regular into something spectacular. “I mean, actually, I’m not even that antisocial right now. Saturday night I went to a dance with Lisha. Did my mom tell you that?”

“She didn’t, but that’s great to hear,” Dr. Pat says, and her smile tells me she means it. Sometimes she nods and smiles with just her mouth, and I think she’s probably tired or bored. But other times her smile is a glow, and I remember how much I like telling her things, how easy she is to talk to. I scoot forward on the couch.

“It was really fun actually. And I met a guy.” I don’t hide the smile. I meet guys pretty easily, but Beck’s the only one since Kurt who’s made me buzz like this. I’m smiling without thinking. It’s a strange sensation because lately I haven’t been doing anything without thinking. “I’d like to see him again, maybe. But I don’t know what he looks like or, like, his last name. I think he goes to Smith-Latin. . . . ” This is probably not helping my case in terms of sounding superstable, so I take a deep breath and remember to actually explain. “I met him during the power outage.”

“Aha,” Dr. Pat says. “Well, Bea, I think if you can go to a dance with Lisha and meet a boy in the dark, you can probably handle an hour of group therapy a week.” There it is again. A patented Dr. Pat ninja move.

The good feelings that were bubbling in my chest drop to my stomach and curdle. I close my eyes to conjure up an image of Austin, thinking it might calm me down. Shaggy hair. Leather jacket. Stubble. I wonder what he’s doing now, what he and Sylvia do after their couples therapy.

“People with your way of thinking do very well in group therapy,” Dr. Pat concludes. “Some of your behaviors make me think—”

“Fine, okay, I’ll go,” I say, not wanting her to finish that sentence. I pinch the top of my thigh, over my pants. The way people do when they want to wake up from a dream. It’s just a tiny thing, and doesn’t hurt, but Dr. Pat’s eyes dart to my thumb and forefinger like it might matter.

It’s not a dream, and I’m still here, but just barely.
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I DO NOT SAY HELLO to my mother when i walk into the house after therapy. She’s reheating last night’s dinner and I want her to know from the way I throw my backpack on the ground with a thud that I’m pissed.

“Everything okay, Bea?” my mom says because I’m being a three-year-old and stomping my way up to my room. Bam! goes every step on every stair.

“Just awesome, Mom,” I call back down. I’m ready for a screaming match. I half know it’s misdirected anger (a Dr. Pat phrase—I have been in therapy way too long) but hearing the worry in her voice reignites my anger at having to go to group therapy.

“It’s so awesome that you think I’m a weirdo. It’s so awesome that you are reporting back to Dr. Pat on every single thing I do.”

“Bea, sweetheart, you know I don’t think you’re a weirdo. I just thought you seemed a little more anxious lately, and I think that must be so hard. I’m trying to help. . . .”

“If I’m doing so great, then don’t make me do this group therapy thing,” I say.

“Honey, have you ever talked about everything that happened with that Jeff boy, that friend of Cooter’s, during your sessions with Dr. Pat? It seems like that might be useful information for her to—”

I try to stop her with only my eyes, but it doesn’t work, so I break in: “Mom!” Just the name Jeff gives me chills. Kurt’s name makes me weak with sadness and missing and shame, but Jeff’s name in my ear scares me. It is a word I don’t want to hear, a single-syllable sound I wish were erased from the English language. I lift my hands to my ears and wish away this conversation.

“I just was thinking that’s when some of your troubles started, a few years ago, and I only mention it because your father and I feel so responsible—”

“Can you please leave it to me and Dr. Pat? Please? If you keep butting in it doesn’t give me a chance to—”

“Okay, all right,” she says. My mother doesn’t like arguments and neither do I, so we tend to stop them before they begin. My father is always more likely to follow through on a fight, but he’s not home yet, so we’re in the clear. There are so many unfinished sentences between my mother and me, so many unsaid words. I wonder what it would be like to have an entire conversation with her, but we almost never let it happen. “I trust you, sweetie. I’ll stay out of it. Just a suggestion. But I am going to have to insist on following your therapist’s advice on the group thing, okay? Fair compromise?”

I choose not to answer. Clearly she and Dr. Pat must have planned this weeks ago. Which is totally crazy, because I don’t need group therapy. I mean, I only even went to therapy because of a really bad breakup. I’m not the first girl to do that. Lacey from school went to therapy when her college boyfriend slept with someone else. And I barely even think about Kurt anymore. So should I really have to do this group thing over a year later?

I start to protest, but then press my lips together and stay silent instead. My mother works with juvenile delinquents. She’s no pushover, and getting into a screaming match will just give her one more thing to tell Dr. Pat about.

I slam the door to my room. There is nothing my mother hates more. She gives a big, audible sigh and I know we won’t be speaking again tonight.

I crawl into bed. It’s a perfect cocoon that I’ve been working on for months. I collect soft blankets: fleece, chenille, down comforters, chunky quilts, it doesn’t matter. As long as they are thick and soft and decidedly cozy I’ll throw them onto my bed. My mother keeps the house at a ridiculous sixty degrees year-round, so I’m always cold, and I’ve stopped trying to get her to change her ways. Plus there’s nothing more luxurious than crawling underneath a pile of blankets. It reminds me a little of the story “The Princess and the Pea,” that princess atop a pile of wildly different but always thick and luscious mattresses. I want to be that decadent sometimes.

The walls are covered with images of fashion photography and well-costumed Broadway shows and period films. A little haven of coziness and the things I love. Thank God for this tiny bit of safety.

Before Kurt dumped me, he used to love coming up here.

“This is the perfect hideout,” he said once. “You’re the most yourself when you’re in your room, you know that?” Then he’d kissed me, one hand snaking around my back and tucking itself under my shirt. I still think about how his hand felt on the small of my back.

I try really hard not to think about Kurt too much anymore, but sometimes even a mountain of blankets and an exhibition of fabulous clothes aren’t enough to make the ache of missing someone go away completely.

When I met Kurt I was kind of on edge, like all the time. I couldn’t have told you what was making me anxious; I couldn’t have named a single specific concern I had. But my body was in a general state of unease. Which is part of what was so great about Kurt: Liking someone that much made the rest of me calm down. I think love does that to everyone.

We had been doing a current events class at school, and we were supposed to read the newspaper every day and bring in articles that interested us, or articles we had questions about. Mostly people brought in political articles, and we’d discuss Israel or Iraq or the Dow Jones. But for our final project Lacey brought in an article about a little local boy named Reggie who had stabbed his ten-year-old sister. He was at the juvenile detention center my mom works at, and Lacey thought the whole thing was so sad, she wanted to talk to the class about it. We spent forty-five minutes wondering aloud how a cute little kid was capable of something so terrible.

The unit on current events ended, but I kept reading the newspaper every day for months after. Sometimes there’d be updates on the Reggie boy and we’d share information on him before class started. We all got a little preoccupied with the tragedy: me, Lisha, Lacey, Kim, and the other eight girls from the class. Some mornings if my mother was especially tired and precoffee, I’d be able to pry tiny pieces of information out of her, and then report back to everyone on how he was doing. Anyway, it was no big deal, but I kept a little notebook with articles and stuff on Reggie. And sometimes I wrote down the things my mom said about him, so that I’d remember what to tell Lacey and everyone. It got pretty full, but we were all really interested in this kid and what he’d done and what was going to happen to him.

Anyway, it was really disturbing for everyone. I met Kurt smack in the middle of all that. So I was a little sensitive at the time; we all were.

Burly, bulging Kurt. Not only was he so soppy sweet that he couldn’t kill a spider, let alone a human, he was also thick in his shoulders, determined, an all-star football player. He was invincible. Being with him made me feel safe. I liked to kiss him. And climb on top of him in his little twin bed when his family was out of town.

Something no one knows: Football-playing popular dudes sometimes fall for quirky smart girls as long as they, you know, have a pretty face and decent body. I think they get sick of the anorexic cheerleaders, and if you catch them at the right moment, you convince them to want something more.

Plus, around this time I was really into miniskirts and go-go boots. My mom wasn’t thrilled, but she knew it wasn’t a phase that had staying power so she let me wear whatever as long as it was retro and from the consignment shop down the block.

I made one big mistake with Kurt. I left him alone in my room for five minutes once and he managed to find my Reggie notebook.

It’s funny how something I didn’t think twice about looked entirely different when I saw it through his eyes. Weeks before, when I was gluing in articles and printouts from the Internet and taking notes on those bits and pieces of information my mom let slip from her time standing guard over Reggie and his bad-news friends, it all seemed like something akin to scrapbooking. It seemed like something I had to do for class. But in Kurt’s hands, pages sticking together from lazily applied glue, scraps of paper poking out of all sides making ragged edges, highlighted paragraphs, manic observations . . . I saw it differently.

Kurt saw it too.

I walked in on the open-mouthed stare of someone who is never going to sleep with you again.

“Dude,” Kurt said. He was gorgeous and rippling but not heavy on the emotional depth, and I think those pages were a little much for him to process. “Tell me this isn’t yours.”

And anyone normal would breezily lie or at least stumble over some sort of acceptable explanation. But I had that itch happening in my throat. My head swam. I tried to say something else. I started to say something else.

“Oh. Yeah. No. That’s not any kind of . . .” My throat was burning. I am a terrible liar. And being around Kurt slowed me down. I wasn’t quick on my feet around him. So I told the truth.

“It’s mine. I got really upset about that kid, you know? Like, I just found it really upsetting and actually so did all these other girls. And it’s really practically, like, a school project, but I guess I went a little overboard. So weird, I know. Like, so weird. But I just, I just feel so bad for the family and it’s so weird that he lived so close by and I guess I . . . ” I talk too fast when I get nervous. But it didn’t matter, because Kurt had already checked out. Where most people express emotions in their faces, Kurt did it in his muscles. I could craft an entire scientific study from the way he flexed or clenched or rippled.

He stopped returning my calls.

And that’s it. That’s why I went to therapy in the first place, ’cause Kurt was the first guy I had really cared about, and it was so sad to not be with him anymore. There’s a picture of me and him somewhere, I think it’s in my closet where I keep my notebooks, and on impulse, just because he’s suddenly on my mind, I go look for it. I find it and yeah, I guess I imagine Beck looking a lot like Kurt—muscles and not much hair—but I don’t feel that swing of desire and hurt I used to feel when I looked at Kurt’s photograph.

There’s other stuff in the closet too. Envelopes with legal letters I don’t want to think about right now. A yellow legal pad with messy notes about Kurt himself. And stuff from Lish and me growing up, just the kinds of old memories people keep around. Notes we passed back and forth during assembly. Cheesy school photographs with lame backgrounds. Stupid Bart Simpson Valentine’s Day cards from my first crush, years before Kurt, the one whose name I want to forget. I wish I didn’t remember that Jeff ever sent me a Valentine.

I give my thigh another wake-up pinch. And close the closet with a shiver of memories I don’t want to have.
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WE’RE READING OUT OF a lame orange text book and I can’t stop thinking, like I do three times a week when I am in this class, that Latin is not the “useful foundation” my mother and the school handbook claimed it would be. It is not going to help me ace my SATs. It’s not even a spoken language anymore, so when we read paragraphs from the textbook out loud, we sound like Latin robots. “Vir est in horto.” No stressed syllables. No inflections. Robots. Because if I suddenly needed to speak to some Roman blast from the past who showed up at Greenough Girls’ Academy in a toga, the first thing I’d want to tell him is a sentence just like that: The man is in the garden.

I’m a ball of nerves and Lisha’s sitting next to me, so she puts a hand on my knee to stop my leg from jiggling.

Only the really big weirdos go to group therapy, I write in the margins of her notebook. When Latin class is over, I’m headed over to my first group session. She winces. Lisha is not the kind of person who wants to write notes back and forth in the middle of Latin class. Lisha is the kind of person who believes the school requirements pamphlet when it talks about Latin helping with your vocabulary skills. It is the true sign of friendship that she writes back: Not true! It’s not a big deal. Could be good.

And I try to believe her, or at least believe nothing could be more painful or pointless than taking Latin for six years straight.

Lisha waits outside with me after class. She’s got ballet class in an hour, which sounds a whole lot better than my afternoon plans. My mom’s picking me up from school for the first time since I got my license, since she doesn’t trust me to go to group therapy on my own. She thinks I’ll skip out and go to the diner with Lisha instead, but I don’t think I’m cool enough to pull that kind of rebellion off. Neither is Lisha. She’s not the world’s greatest dancer, but she takes it very, very seriously. When my mom pulls up, Lisha says to call her as soon as it’s over and we kiss cheeks three times in a row, which used to be a joke about snooty French foreign exchange students but has turned into the actual way we say hello and good-bye.

Secretly, we both like the delicate femininity of the gesture. Like maybe we could be that elegant and sophisticated.

That feeling of fancy girlishness lasts for the ten-minute drive to therapy and then is torn out of me the second I see what group therapy looks like.

I end up in a room with a girl who has only patches of hair left on her scalp and three other twitchy-eyed, hand-wringing teenagers. I’d like to think I stand out as too normal here. At least that’s what I was going for when I got dressed this morning. No vintage today. I borrowed Lisha’s J.Crew sweater set and my mom’s nice leather boots and my hair is smoothed and straightened but not too perfect. Navy nail polish scrubbed off and replaced with clear late last night.

As long as I can keep myself from saying anything truly idiotic, maybe I’ll get out of group therapy after a few weeks.

“Ah! Bea!” Dr. Pat says, effectively breaking the silence that inevitably follows someone new entering the scene. The room isn’t nearly as nice as her office, but her office would be too cramped for even a small group.

“Hi, Dr. Pat.”

“Come meet the group. This is Jenny, Rudy, Fawn, and Beck.”

Beck. I’m shaking on the inside now, but the outside of me, the important part, is calm. I look immediately at Beck’s hands. They are cracked and dry. They are large and sure. I wouldn’t mind holding them again.

It’s him. The same Beck from the dance. And from the jump in his shoulders he knows it’s me.

I nod my head (no shaking hands or other physical contact—the rules were laid out to me very specifically by Dr. Pat). I repeat the names in my head because I hate the lost feeling of a forgotten name, especially of people I have to tell my deepest darkest secrets to. Jenny: no hair; Rudy: picks his face; Fawn: tapping fingers; Beck: good kisser. “Hi, guys,” I say, and they all nod and sputter in response and I mean, come on, I am so in the wrong group. I am wearing cashmere. I dated a football player. I’m just a little nervous and sad sometimes. I should be in a group of nice girls with tiny problems and pretty hair. Or, you know, any hair at all. Dr. Pat’s got her Don’t Worry Smile on and Beck is shaking his head a little, so I guess I’m not supposed to acknowledge that we met in the dark a week ago.

I’m not big on astrology or fate or God or any of those kinds of things, but it’s just full-on weird to meet Beck again and in this context. I’d call it a coincidence and Lisha would probably say it’s destiny, but really it’s just probability and statistics, plain and simple. There aren’t that many therapists in the suburbs of Boston for kids with anxiety disorders, and the whole reason I approached Beck to begin with was because I recognized the fast-breathing sound of a panic attack. So. Here we are. Math at work. Amazing.

“We left off last week with Jenny talking about how she feels when she looks in the mirror,” Dr. Pat says.

Like shit, I’d imagine. Her head is a patchwork of bald spots.

I nod too enthusiastically and smile at Jenny. “Have you ever considered just shaving it all off?” I can’t trap the words before they come out. If I didn’t know better, I’d think I suffer from some sort of Tourette’s-autism hybrid, but Dr. Pat insists I can control the impulse to say whatever pops into my head. That it’s, like, a defensive mechanism, not a biological imperative. Therapists think everything is a defense mechanism. Just my thinking that in my head, right now, is a defense mechanism.

Now they’re all looking at me. Fawn, Rudy, and Jenny have varying degrees of wide-eyed defensiveness. Beck is hiding his mouth and I can’t tell for sure, but I think maybe he is stifling a giggle.

“I don’t know why I can’t stop pulling my hair out,” Jenny says. She rubs her head and I think she’s trying to pull a piece of hair out even here, even now. “It feels good in the moment. And then . . . this.” She gestures to her head, to the weak roots, the sad attempts to cover up the bald spots.

There is absolutely no way I am as fucked up as Jenny. If I start talking through my little anxieties about driving and missing my ex-boyfriend, these people will feel approximately a thousand times worse about themselves. Actually, Dr. Pat is putting them in harm’s way by having me here.

Beck is doing exactly what I’m doing: looking at Jenny’s knees and lap instead of at her head. But he’s also tapping his thigh with really quick jabs and looking a little breathless.

“Dr. Pat, could we talk in private for a—” I try, pitching my voice high and sweet, superpolite.

“Bea? Would you like to talk about your self-image?” She knows I don’t, but she also knows I will. This is going to be a problem with group therapy. Dr. Pat knows enough about me to manipulate me into oversharing. What she doesn’t know is how badly I want Beck to think I’m the almost-kinda-normal girl from the dance. “Or maybe you’d like to share why you’re here? We can start there if you’d prefer.” Like Dr. Pat recommends, I look at my physical surroundings to stop myself from launching into a stream of consciousness, truth-telling storm.

The floor is covered in a thin layer of dust and all our voices echo in the mostly empty multifunction room. The suburbs are filled with places like this: uninspired and vaguely sized. Ready to be used for graduation parties and AA meetings and Christmas pageants. I’m not entirely sure where we fit into that mix, but I’d guess it’s somewhere between graduation and AA. Everyone looks a year or two away from college and a step or two crazier than your average alcoholic.

Except me. And Beck. And obviously Dr. Pat.

“I’d rather not talk right now, Dr. Pat,” I say with a smile and a flip of my hair in Beck’s general direction.

“We all share here,” Jenny proclaims. She is that rare combination of pathetic and aggressive. I hate her immediately. They’re all looking at me eagerly, even Beck, chomping at the bit to hear what makes me crazy. I’ve seen Beck afraid of the dark and I’ve felt his too-dry hands, so I think he wants to even the playing field or whatever. See why I’m in this room on this awkward metal folding chair, wondering why no one has fixed the wall clock so that it’s not stuck indefinitely on 3:25.

“I . . . um . . . sometimes get anxious?” I say. I’m trying it out, to see if that little bit of information is enough. It’s not. It’s unnaturally hot in here. The only windows are at the top of the wall and probably won’t ever get opened. “I don’t know how to deal with my anxiety?” I’m just trying to not vomit out a bunch of personal information before Beck has another chance to kiss me. I know I’ll lose him eventually when he gets a glimpse of my elaborate note-taking or my jumpy, sweaty driving style. So I’m just hoping for another kiss at this point.

There’s a stream of sweat making its way down my spine.

Scab-faced Rudy makes a tick-tick-tick noise. Tongue flicking against his teeth and a little puff of breath behind it.

“I think everyone here knows what it’s like to be dealing with a lot of anxiety. Why don’t you talk about how that anxiety relates to how you see yourself?” Therapists. Always asking the same questions over and over in slightly different ways. They are, like, the Ultimate Thesauruses.

“Uh. I don’t know that it’s connected to my self-image.” They all glare at me. But I’m not lying; I actually like the way my curves surprise my petite frame, the tininess of my waist, the way my hair hangs in brown ringlets like I’m a tap-dancing pageant girl instead of kinda-crazy Bea. I like being smaller than everyone else and always looking up into people’s eyes instead of straight ahead. Wispy, ironic bangs. I like the length of my torso: too long for my body. Or I did like all those things until I saw Sylvia with Austin and imagined what it would be like to have her life instead.

Rudy pops a zit on his neck. He doesn’t wince, but I do.

“I think all of us here sometimes feel unsure about ourselves,” Dr. Pat says. It seems dangerously close to breaking the doctor-patient confidentiality code, but I wouldn’t be doing myself any favors by pointing that out.

Then my mind is thrumming with the image of Sylvia and the way she held Austin’s arm even after the huge fight they obviously had in Dr. Pat’s office. I swallow down that thought and grind my teeth so that I don’t say it out loud. But there’s something in that. Not jealousy. Not desire. But interest.

Followed immediately by the desire to protect them. I don’t want to tell a group of strangers about Austin and Sylvia. It feels dangerous, for me and for them, and clamping down on the information, keeping it a secret, sets off a delicious wave of calm in my body. I take a nice, full breath but immediately regret it. The place smells like purple dust and fearful boys who need more deodorant.

“Hello???” Rudy says, and moves his chair back with a huge, metal-against-linoleum screech. I’m so startled, the sound makes goosebumps pop up all over my arms and legs, and I know I have to say something, even if it’s not everything.

“Sometimes I wish I was someone else,” I say. The words have a different meaning for Jenny than they do for me, I think. I just want the drama of Sylvia’s Playboy Bunny looks. Or a half second in her skin. “There’s this woman I see around”—I have got to keep this revelation as small and normal sounding as possible—“she’s glamorous, in a California kind of way. In a swimsuit-model way. I think about what it would be like to live her life. To be as stand-out as she is, to be as substantial. I mean, she can’t be denied. She is there.” I dig my fingernails into the palm of my hand to shut myself up. It works, the same way the wake-up pinch on my thigh seems to be working, and I halt the whole sentence just like that. Fold my lips in on each other. Shrug. Look at Beck.

I don’t have any crazy skin or hair-destroying habits, but there must be something in my face, too, that has the look of not-right-ness. I pray, pray, pray that this is enough of a confession for Dr. Pat. And then I wait for what I really want: some kind of confession from Beck. It’d be good to know just how messed up he is, if I’m going to have any kind of crush on him.
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